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carried out almost exactly as laid down and the conquest completed
in less than six weeks, considerably under the anticipated time.
As a preliminary to it, the fortified island of Pantellaria in the
Sicilian Channel was reduced by a landing following on an intensive
air bombardment.
The actual invasion of Sicily on July 10, which was preceded
by a not too successful airborne landing, came as a surprise to the
enemy, partly by reason of a spell of bad weather which misled
him into considering it, and in fact all but made it, impracticable.
Serious co-ordinated resistance was first encountered in the
Catania plain, where the Eighth Army was held up by strong
defences which had to be outflanked by -a turning movement
through the mountains to the west. Here too there was heavy and
prolonged fighting, and progress up to and round Mount Etna
was slow and difficult. The.capture of Centuripe on August 3
in conjunction with the rapid progress of the American Seventh
Army, which after clearing the western half of the island had swung
eastward along the northern coast to threaten the rear of the Axis
forces facing the Eighth Army,, marked the turning point of the
campaign. The enemy thereafter devoted his efforts merely to
slowing up our advance so as to allow him to extricate as many
troops as possible. The narrow defiles on either side of Mount
Etna canalised our advance and facilitated this delaying action, but
the whole of the island was cleared of the enemy by August.16,
when the Americans won by a short head the Allied race for Messina,
60,000 of the 90,000 Germans got back to Italy, but most of the
Italian garrison was lost. The conquest of Sicily was in fact
achieved much more easily, quickly and cheaply than had been
anticipated, and it was clear that the Italian people had no further
will to fight and were ripe for surrender. Only the invasion of Italy
itself, preparations for which, as the next stage in the campaign,
were now well forward, was needed to cause her definite elimination
from the war as an ally of Germany, to be quickly followed by her
re-entry into it on the Allied side.
Secret negotiations for the conclusion of an armistice had in
fact already begun in August, soon after the fall of Mussolini
from power; and early in September an agreement was signed,
by which Italy's armed forces were to cease hostilities. Her battle
fleet was to sail to Malta to surrender there, and her territory and
resources were to be placed at the Allies' disposal for the further
prosecution of the war. But the German forces in Italy under
Marshal Kesselring at once overawed and disarmed their former
allies, and so anticipated us in taking over effective control of the
country. Thus, although the date of our invasion had been put
forward a fortnight from that originally planned, so as to take full
advantage of the surrender of Italy, we found ourselves involved